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For my mum, for sharing her love of black and
white movies and the beauty of the written word.




Prologue


‘You’re not going back to Paradise.’


I remember it all so clearly. The words tumbled out of my mum’s mouth as if in slow motion. It was the equivalent of someone pulling the rug from underneath me. The violent, unexpected jolt of that one sentence had my head reeling with panicked thoughts: memories of sneaking out windows, driving in cars with hot surfer boys … of Ballantine’s head between my thighs on his couch.


Oh, my God, had they found out about all this? I wondered. Had my grades slipped so badly that this was the drastic solution? I quickly blinked and laughed nervously.


‘W– what?’


It had occurred to me that maybe my parents were just having a laugh. They did, on the odd occasion, try to be funny, but as I took in their serious stares I felt my world slipping away from me.


They were deadly serious.


The words that followed were nothing but white noise to me as I stood there gaping. From what I could gather, Uncle Peter had scored his dream job up north and was relocating his family from Paradise. They would rent out their home to another family, effectively leaving me homeless and unable to finish my Year Twelve at Paradise High. There was really no delicate, non-diva-like way to put it – I was devastated.


The weeks that followed weren’t pretty; in fact, there is a significant amount of cringing I do merely thinking about it. The festive season came and went in a blur. Awake all night, asleep all day: in many ways I was your typical teenager. I lay in bed, curtains drawn, buried in a cocoon of despair – pretty standard stuff. I was like one of those tragic heroines from a Jane Austen novel, staring across the field, sobbing in the rain.


Ballantine, Ballantine.


It was rock bottom. And what was worse, I couldn’t even call him to make it right. Trust me, I’d tried. I lasted all of two weeks in Red Hole before I dialled his digits, but there was no answer. And when I tried again a few days later it said his phone was unavailable. I’d obviously been dumped.


Welcome to Pity Town! Population: me.


I spent far too much time sitting in my darkened room wearing elastic-waisted tracksuit pants, a sloppy t-shirt, no makeup and my hair swept up on top of my head like a bird’s nest. My desk was littered with fun-sized Snickers wrappers and countless packets of Starbursts. Any time there was a knock on my door, and a slither of light peeped through, I avoided the instinct to scurry into the furthest corner of my room and hiss at the intruder, which was usually my mum bringing in a tray of something not saturated in sugar for me to eat.


Dad just kept out of my way – like, literally. He would see me storming down the hall and do a complete about-face like a frightened villager escaping a natural disaster. There were days when it was his duty to make sure I was kept alive, so on one occasion he knocked on my door and opened it a crack. I quickly reduced the window on my computer and snapped my head around. My hooded eyes glowered at a tray sliding into my room, shifting its way across the floor with the aid of a broomstick handle.


A small smile curved the corner of my mouth at my dad’s not-too-subtle joke. ‘Very funny,’ I called out.


The broom simply retreated and the door closed. It was at that point that I started toying with the idea of getting my shit together.


The next day there was a knock on my bedroom door. I didn’t answer, hoping that whoever it was would take it as a signal to leave. But the door opened and the aroma of mouth-watering roast chicken with rosemary and garlicky goodness hit me hard. I recognised it for exactly what it was: Mum cooking my favourite meal as a bid to lure me out of my cave. My stomach rumbled. Someone switched on the light, causing me to flinch. I had been staring at the computer screen so intently and for so long I hadn’t even realised that the sun had gone down. I was still mad, mad as hell, and I swivelled in my chair like a villain, arching my brow with an air of ‘Yes, can I help you?’


‘G’day, Smudge!’


Oh sweet Jesus.


My Uncle Eddie stood in the doorway dressed in his Sunday best (even though it wasn’t Sunday). He wore a powder blue ’70s-style safari suit, acquired, no doubt, from one of his op shop sprees. He nodded his head out to the hallway. ‘Carn, Smudge, your mum says grub’s up.’


I cringed at every mention of my childhood nickname, which Uncle Eddie had come up with after a messy Vegemite-sandwich-eating incident when I was about three years old.


I dragged my feet to the table, took a seat next to Dad’s brother, and began to eat. Damn, it tasted good.


‘So, Smudge, how did you like the big smoke?’ Uncle Eddie finally broke the uncomfortable silence, speaking with his mouth full and a dribble of gravy running down his chin.


I grinned past the pain of watching him eat like a caveman. Flicking a knowing look to my parents, I straightened in my seat, cutting into my chicken. ‘It was amazing: made lots of friends, learned so much in school, everyone was really nice.’


Uncle Eddie nodded. For all of my uncle’s mortifying public displays, he was at least interested in what I had to say.


‘So when does school start up?’ he asked, wiping up the excess gravy off his plate with a piece of bread.


‘As in, when am I going back?’


I could feel my parents’ eyes boring into me, although I made a point of not looking at them.


I sighed, stabbing my piece of pumpkin. ‘Apparently I’m not.’


‘What? Not go back?’ Uncle Eddie yelled, outraged. You had to hand it to Uncle Eddie. He knew how to create a scene. What a legend.


‘I know, right?’ I gave him my best look of despair.


Eddie turned to my dad. ‘What’s the go, Rick? You heard the girl, she loved it.’


‘Stay out of it, Eddie,’ Dad warned wearily.


‘Pfft, I’m the head of the table, ol’ mate, and I demand to know why my niece is on the verge of tears.’


Mum took this as a cue to start clearing the table, even though I wasn’t finished. ‘Blame my brother-in-law, Eddie,’ she said. ‘He’s moving the family up north for a new job.’


Uncle Eddie looked lost in thought as he dug a toothpick between his teeth, foraging around for leftovers. Ew. His eyes darted from my dad to me and back again. He shrugged casually. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


Dad rolled his eyes. ‘Lexie was supposed to be staying with Jen’s sister.’


It took a moment for that to sink in. He looked resigned to the fact that my situation was impossible. ‘Well, Jen, that was an absolute triumph, what’s for dessert?’


Mum smiled, relieved the subject of conversation had changed. She brought over a piece of mango cheesecake to a very appreciative Uncle Eddie. ‘Lexie, did you want some, luv?’


I moved to stand. ‘No, thanks, I think I might just call it a night.’


I made it halfway across the room when Uncle Eddie’s voice rang out. ‘Hey, Smudge, how old are you?’


I paused in the doorway, turning to see him shovel a fork of creamy mush into his face.


‘You’re, like, nineteen?’


‘Seventeen,’ I corrected him. ‘Well, eighteen on the eighteenth, actually.’


‘This month?’


I shrugged. ‘Yeah.’


My dad’s head shifted from me to Uncle Eddie, uncertain where this was going.


‘Well,’ Uncle Eddie said, licking each of his fingers clean of cream, popping one at a time from his mouth with satisfaction, ‘I don’t want to state the obvious, but why do you need Jen’s sister? Surely you’re old enough to get your own place; I mean, you’re of age, and from what I can tell, you take after your mother in the brains department, so what’s the problem?’ Uncle Eddie lifted his hands, palms up, as if it was an obvious no-brainer.


My eyes widened, looking at my uncle, who, most of the time, embarrassed the hell out of me and seriously grossed me out, but who, right now, left me in complete awe of his genius.


Of course. Why hadn’t I thought of that?


Trying to contain my excitement, I glanced hopefully at Dad, who had closed his eyes, and then at Mum, who stood frozen in the kitchen wielding a spatula, as if battering Uncle Eddie to death was a real temptation.


‘Well, no need to thank me. Great dinner, Jen, as always.’ Uncle Eddie belched as he stood from the table. ‘Best call it a night. Good luck with your new venture, kiddo,’ he said, rubbing my head on the way past. He paused at the screen door, looking back and shaking his head. ‘Oh, to be eighteen again.’


Silence loomed in the wake of Uncle Eddie’s departure and genius suggestion: awkward, hear-a-pin-drop silence. It took everything in my power not to look happy or smug. I remained calm and cool and innocently shifted my gaze towards my dad, who, before I could even utter a word, shook his head and said, ‘No! Absolutely not.’


And that’s when the silence ended and all hell broke loose.


‘What do you mean, no? You didn’t even give me a chance to speak.’


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he scoffed.


‘Oh, right, I forgot you have become really adept at reading my mind lately.’


‘Lexie, don’t go running wild with any ideas that Eddie has. They’re not exactly based in reality most of the time,’ added Mum, certain I would laugh, roll my eyes and agree. And, yes, under any other circumstance I would have, but not this time.


‘On the contrary; I have never heard anything simpler, or more perfect.’ I replied.


‘Oh, right, and where are you going to stay, and how are you going to afford to live? I suppose that’s where we come into this grand scheme of yours.’


‘I don’t know. I’ll get a job, find a cheap place to stay. I can figure it out.’


My mind was reeling, and the excitement in me built. This could happen, this could really happen. On January eighteenth I would be an adult and I could do what I liked, and if that meant taking a bus and two trains back to Paradise, then so be it.


A small smile broke across my face, and it was the worst thing I could have possibly done. Dad got up from the table and stalked out of the room towards his man cave.


Mum came to stand next to me. There was no rage, only sadness. ‘You really want this?’


Hope grew inside me. ‘More than anything.’


Mum’s lips pressed together in a thin line, as her eyes darted across my face, taking in the pleading depths of my eyes.


‘Mum, please. I have to grow up some time.’


She glanced at the closed door of Dad’s man cave, before looking back at me. ‘I’ll talk to him.’


My lungs filled with air. I was ready to explode in jubilant squeals.


‘There will be rules.’


‘Yes, yes,’ I said, trying to control my excitement.


‘You’ll have to find a job.’


‘Done.’


‘A place to stay.’


‘Absolutely.’


‘And you will have to behave.’


I swallowed, smiling sweetly, trying my best not to flinch. ‘Of course I will.’


Well, two out of three ain’t bad.




Chapter One


My bag dropped to the floor, along with my jaw.


I stepped back out of the doorway, wondering if I had entered the wrong room. No, this was definitely the right room, although I would never have guessed it. Gone were the Blink 182 posters, gone was the dressing table crammed with nail polishes, Impulse cans and Lip Smackers. And instead there was a queen-size bed (the one bed – seriously, where was my bed?) with a tasteful cream-coloured cover and tasteful scatter cushions, and two new matching bedside tables with matching lamps. Where was I supposed to fit in with all this?


‘What do you think?’


Aunty Karen’s voice near my ear caused me to jump. How had I not heard her shoes, I thought, glancing down at her bare feet and polished ruby red manicured toes?


‘It’s different,’ I said, my eyes roaming and settling on the big aluminium window with sliding glass, the very one that I used to sneak out of, the very one I had followed Ballantine out. A pang of nostalgia hit me, but then looking around at the unrecognisable space only cemented how things had changed; even in such a short space of time, life had gone from familiar to the unknown.


Aunty Karen walked in, swiping her hand across an invisible wrinkle on the bedspread before fluffing up the already perfect cushions.


‘We thought we’d make the bedrooms more comfortable, more user-friendly, for the new tenants. They’re Dutch, you know?’ Aunty Karen looked at me as if their nationality should mean something to me.


‘Oh, right.’ I nodded, feigning interest.


I wonder what Amanda had to say about this.


‘So am I not sleeping in here, or –’


‘Oh, you girls will have to sleep together; we haven’t painted Gus’s room yet.’


Whaaaaat? Me and Amanda sleeping in the same bed? We could barely stand being in the same room as each other.


‘It’s just until you sort out your accommodation arrangements.’ Aunty Karen smiled, patting my cheek as she left the room.


The way Aunty Karen had said ‘until you sort out your accommodation’ suddenly had me feeling very alone. Mum said Aunty Karen would help me find a job and a room, but I started to feel like I was in the way here, that I was just an additional complication they didn’t need right now.


•


I was afraid to unpack. Even having my new mobile on charge in this crisp white room looked unseemly and out of place. There was nowhere to go and nothing to do without getting in the way or making a mess. Aunty Karen didn’t say as much, but her thin smile said it all when I pulled out a stool at the kitchen island and placed my elbows on the marble top.


‘Um, I think I might go for a walk,’ I said.


‘Good idea! Go stretch your legs,’ Aunty Karen said with enthusiasm, as she scrubbed at an invisible mark on the countertop.


I slid off my chair, making sure to place it back in perfect alignment with the others, even though I was certain that Aunty Karen would wipe any evidence of me having sat there away with her cloth.


‘Okay, back soon,’ I said, making my way out of the kitchen, half expecting a ‘Don’t be long’ or ‘Be back before dark’ but there was nothing except the distant sound of a Dustbuster whizzing to life as I closed the door behind me.


•


I walked into a darkened room; the loud animated beeps and pangs rang out from the television screen, followed by a smattering of gunfire as James Bond successfully warded off a series of would-be assassins.


My eyes shifted from the screen to a figure slumped in a beanbag, stubble lining his jaw, dark circles under his bloodshot eyes and empty bowls by his side of what looked like day-old Weeties.


I turned to Laura, raising my eyebrows in a question.


‘Amanda and Boon broke up,’ she whispered so low I almost missed her words. I blinked as what she said slowly registered in my mind.


Holy crap! Amanda and Boon were no longer?


I wanted to press her for more information but my rampant thoughts were cut off by Laura’s voice.


‘Boon, look who’s here; Lexie’s back!’ Laura yelled over another burst of gunfire.


‘Hey,’ he managed, unblinking, eyes fixed firmly on the television.


He looked awful, soulless, like a heartbroken zombie. Just like I did when I returned to Red Hill.


This is what heartbreak looks like.


‘Come on, I think you’ve seen enough,’ sighed Laura, leading the way to her bedroom.


‘Poor Boon,’ I said. I understood what he was going through. If this is what he looked like I really didn’t want to see Amanda.


‘Oh, fuck Boon, he’s being ridiculous.’


My head snapped around. I’d never heard Laura swear. Coming from the little pint-size slip of a creature, it didn’t seem right. She opened the door to her bedroom, which was in stark contrast to the darkness we left in the lounge. Flooded by natural light, and painted a cheery light yellow, her bedroom had a really cool series of white floor-to-ceiling bookshelves her dad had built her. Her room really represented her: bright and sunny – well, except for right now.


‘Ugh, he is driving me nuts,’ she said, flinging herself onto her bed. ‘It’s just so, so –’


Awful, sad, heart wrenching …


‘Pathetic,’ she said, shaking her head.


I laughed, trying to lighten the mood a little. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I really feel for him, it must be hard.’


‘Seriously, though, he needs to just get over it, it’s just becoming tragic.’


I could feel the hair rise on the back of my neck at the mention of that word. It was how Amanda had once described me.


‘He needs to just man up. I mean, look at you. Ballantine didn’t even come and say goodbye and I don’t see you moping about, you’ve got over it.’


Okay, now I was getting mad.


I wasn’t over it. I took a deep, calming breath. With the mood Laura was in and her stance on the subject I really didn’t feel like arguing the point with her.


I had come here for answers; Lord knows I had a million questions, even more so since hearing about Amanda and Boon. It felt like everything had changed. I took a steadying breath, preparing to launch into them, to ask about Ballantine, and Amanda and Boon, when her words interrupted my thoughts.


‘So, have you found somewhere to stay?’ she asked. ‘I did ask Mum about you staying here.’


My eyes snapped up; I straightened in my chair. ‘Oh?’


‘Yeah, she said no,’ she said matter-of-factly – typical blunt Laura. ‘But she wondered if you’d tried any of the teachers? Sometimes they put up foreign exchange students. Principal Fitzgibbons and his family put up Fabrizio from Italy last year.’


I burst out laughing until I caught the confused look on Laura’s face. ‘Oh God, you were serious?’


‘Beggars can’t be choosers, Lexie. Dad said boarding anywhere in Paradise is really expensive and all the good places are taken.’


This was something that I had feared, but as far as shacking up with Mr Fitzgibbons, the balding, bowtie wearing principal of Paradise High and his family, was concerned, that was not going to happen. I would sooner go back to Red Hole and die from a broken heart.




Chapter Two


‘Are you sure you don’t want to come over tonight?’


I dragged my feet down the hall.


‘What, and spoon with you and Amanda? No, thanks,’ laughed Laura.


‘We could crash in the lounge or something.’


‘Considering the circumstances,’ Laura nodded her head towards Boon, who still hadn’t moved from his beanbag, ‘it’s probably not a good idea.’


What? Oh, now she was thinking of her brother? Puh-lease.


I shrugged. ‘Whatever; you’re a terrible friend.’


Laura laughed. ‘Piss off.’


‘I don’t approve of your language, Laura. You’ve changed.’


We made our way through the dim lounge room. ‘Boon, Lexie’s leaving now.’ Laura yelled it out as though she was talking to a deaf, senile old lady.


Boon raised his hand in acknowledgment.


And then I remembered the day Mum had charged into my room when I was in the depths of despair, ripped the blankets off me and demanded I move, waking me out of my self-indulgent stupor. It didn’t solve all my problems, but at least it had gotten me out of the house and doing something: mani, pedi and shopping. I looked at Boon, thinking, okay, I wouldn’t exactly recommend taking him to get a makeover, but I could surely try Mum’s method.


Laura hovered in the doorway waiting to walk me out but instead of joining her I marched straight towards Boon, ripped the game controller from his hands and moved to turn the TV off.


‘Hey, what the fuck?’ he spat out.


‘Up!’ I said in my best motherly, take-no-shit voice.


‘What?’


‘Shut up! You are giving me a lift,’ I said, as if it wasn’t up for negotiation.


Boon blinked, his face full of thunder as if seeing me for the first time. He scoffed. ‘I’m not taking you anywhere.’


‘Yes, you are and you’re even going to have a shower before you do, so hurry the fuck up,’ I said loudly.


Okay, so Mum would never have said that to me in a million years. Still, this was a stubborn, heartbroken boy. I needed to be ruthless.


Boon sat there, glowering at me for so long I thought we were in a staring competition, and for pride’s sake I really didn’t want to lose. Just when I thought he wasn’t going to budge and I would have to leave him wallowing in self-pity, he moved. The beanbag rustled and he slowly pulled himself to stand as elegantly as you possibly could out of a beanbag. He stood before me, intimidatingly close, his eyes burning into mine.


‘Who are you? And what have you done with that mousey farm girl Lexie Atkinson?’ he asked, his serious eyes ticking over my face as if I were a stranger.


A small smile kinked the corner of my mouth. ‘You know what, Boon, you just gave me the compliment of my life.’


Boon’s hardness melted, only a little, but I saw it. ‘I think I liked the old Lexie better,’ he mumbled, running his hands through his dishevelled hair and looking at the scattered rubbish around his beanbag as if seeing it for the first time. He shuffled out of the lounge to (I hoped) have a shower before giving me a lift back to Aunty Karen’s.


‘And have a shave,’ I yelled out after him.


He scoffed. ‘Don’t push your bloody luck,’ he said before slamming the bathroom door behind him.


I smiled.


Laura moved to stand beside me. ‘What did you just do?’ She looked at me in amazement. ‘Seriously, how?’


‘Sometimes people just need a bit of tough love,’ I said.


‘Oh, don’t worry, I’ve been giving him plenty of tough love.’


‘Sometimes, though, there is a difference between giving tough love and –’


‘I know, I know, being compassionate.’ Laura cut me off, rolling her eyes.


‘Actually, I was going to say “being an arsehole”.’


Laura did a double-take. ‘Are you calling me an arsehole, Lexie?’


Without acknowledging the question, I just grinned. ‘Tell Boon I’ll be out by the car.’


•


Not wanting to rub salt into the wound I had Boon drop me off at the Black Cat Café, only a few blocks from the house. The last thing he needed was a potential run-in with Amanda.


I sat in a booth opposite him, wincing at the rate he was scoffing his triple-chocolate sundae.


‘You’re going to get a brain freeze at that rate,’ I warned.


‘Isn’t this the point where you joke about me not having a brain?’ He looked up with a cheeky chocolatey grin. It was a good thing to see a hint of the old Boon.


‘Don’t tempt me.’ I laughed, sipping on my iced coffee.


We had driven there in silence, ordered and sat down with the awkwardness of a blind date. But all that had melted away the second the ice-cream arrived. There was something truly magical about ice-cream.


Much to Boon’s credit he hadn’t mentioned Amanda once, didn’t ask me awkward questions even though he knew that I was living under the same roof as her and would be privy to inside information. I was glad he hadn’t but then I desperately wanted to ask about Ballantine. Oh screw it, I thought, I couldn’t keep tiptoeing around the subject. Better to go straight to the source: Ballantine’s best friend?


I stirred the cream through my drink, psyching myself up. Had he mentioned me? Missed me? Partied hard without a care and bedded some random girl for the rebound? I felt sick. I pushed away my drink, ready to ask the question, the question I had been too afraid to ask Laura.


‘Hey, Boon, can I ask you something?’


Boon scooped up the last of the chocolate syrup from his glass sundae boat. ‘I guess,’ he shrugged.


I cleared my throat, rubbing away the condensation from my glass. ‘How’s Ballantine?’


It was such a simple yet intense question for me; I wanted so desperately for the answer to be ‘devastated, incomplete, a shell of a man since you left’, but I was terrified the answer would very much be the opposite. So I quickly filled in the silence. ‘Is he still working at the Wipe Out Bar?’ Yes, that was smart, Lexie, find out when he’s working next, that was the best bet.


Boon pushed aside his sundae bowl, snaring a serviette from the dispenser and wiping the excess chocolate off his face, all the while a line creasing his brow as though he was rolling my questions over in his mind.


‘Laura didn’t tell you?’ he asked.


‘Tell me what?’


Boon scrunched up his serviette and placed it in the dish, his eyes locking with mine in confusion. ‘He left.’


‘The Wipe Out Bar? When?’


Boon shook his head. ‘He hasn’t just left the Wipe Out Bar, Lex.’


‘W– what?’


‘He’s gone … from Paradise.’




Chapter Three


‘Gone?’ I said, a little too loudly.


Boon looked uncomfortable now. ‘Yeah, gone. He and Boppo and a few others upped boards and went to Bali.’


My shoulders melted in relief. ‘Oh, he’s gone on a holiday,’ I said.


‘Well, not exactly. Bali was the first stop; they’ve been called up for a potential sponsorship, but that bit’s a secret – that’s not to leave this table.’


‘Really? Oh my God, Boon, that’s amazing.’


Admittedly I knew jack about surfing but I knew enough to know that if you were good enough to get a sponsorship then you were kind of a big deal. I’d heard them talk about it often enough and the general consensus was Ballantine was definitely good enough, I just never knew he wanted it. Obviously there was a lot I didn’t know.


‘Yeah, I guess.’ Boon shrugged, picking at a knot in the timber of the tabletop. It suddenly dawned on me that this was probably not great news for Boon at all.


‘W– why didn’t you go with them?’ I knew I shouldn’t have asked, I knew it the second Boon’s expression darkened, as if almost pained by the words as he turned his head to stare out the window of the café.


‘What, Laura didn’t tell you that either?’ he scoffed.


I sighed. ‘Obviously there’s a lot Laura didn’t tell me.’


Boon’s eyes flashed darkly, meeting mine with a flare of deep anger. ‘I’m repeating Year Twelve,’ he said.


I didn’t know what to say. I simply stared at Boon, helpless and wordless, which probably just made things worse.


Broken up with Amanda, repeating Year Twelve and missing out on a surf tour was pretty much the trifecta of despair right there.


‘Do you want to talk about …’


‘No!’ he said adamantly. I didn’t need to be told twice.


I cleared my throat, trying to think of something to say, a change of subject perhaps, but try as I might my mind kept coming back to one selfish question at the forefront of my thoughts.


‘So how long does the tour last for?’


A week, a month? Deep breath. I could wait; I mean, I wasn’t going anywhere and it wouldn’t be easy but I could wait, I had to see him, to explain, to set it right …


‘A year, maybe more.’


‘WHAT?!’ I shouted, drawing the attention of the staff and other customers.


Boon grimaced, motioning for me to take it down a peg or two. ‘Jesus, Lexie, people are looking at us.’


My mouth gaped, as the full-fledged feeling of disbelief slammed into me. ‘A year?’ I repeated, almost afraid to say the words because it seemed to make them real.


Ballantine knew I’d be coming back, he knew I had to finish Year Twelve, but he hadn’t stuck around. And why would he when, to him, there was nothing to hold on to? In his mind I had lied about Dean, indicating there was more going on than I had admitted to. That stupid bloody incriminating note in all its innocence had looked really bad.


But the more I thought about it, the more angry I got. If he had just come and said goodbye, confronted me instead of being a coward, all this would have been so very different.


‘Like you said, Lexie, it’s an amazing opportunity, one that was too good to refuse.’ Boon was trying to be reasonable.


But I was not in a reasonable mood, far from it. I simply nodded. ‘Look, I’m going to go, thanks for the ride,’ I said, shouldering my bag and sliding out of the booth. I’d almost made it out when Boon grabbed my arm.


‘Forget him, Lexie, you’re better off just moving on,’ he said, his lips pressing together in a grim line.


‘What choice has he given me but to move on?’ I said to Boon before walking away.


•


It felt like my heart was breaking all over again, but I knew there was one place that would make me feel better.


I had forgotten about the searing heat of the sun in Paradise. I could feel it burning into my skin. I really wished I had changed out of my jeans first. This was a journey that saw me stepping over the wooden barrier at the end of the street, breaking the line from melting bitumen to grassy embankment down to sand, stepping awkwardly down the steep concrete steps crudely chiselled in the landscape. It was no easy feat to watch your steps and gaze out at the horizon at the same time. I took a moment to stop, to look out and admire the view before me. The ocean was choppy and murky, the wind was blowing my hair into my eyes, momentarily robbing me of the sight of the waves breaking on the sand.


The scene wasn’t as peaceful and calming as I’d hoped it would be, but much like everything about today, nothing was as I’d expected. I walked down the last of the steps, pausing to take off my shoes and roll up my jeans before stepping onto the beach. I felt the soft sand under my feet as I walked to the water’s edge, the cool powerful surge of the waves washing over my feet.


I inhaled a deep, salty breath, closing my eyes and lifting my face to the sky. I exhaled, long and slow. I had to fight against the wind and the power of the waves, which seemed as if they wanted to devour me. They weren’t how I’d remembered them. Today they didn’t seem friendly or inviting. I could definitely see a pattern here.


Maybe I was just being a Debbie Downer but I felt lost. I believed, naively as it’d turned out, that I’d return to Paradise and all my cares would melt away – I would track down Ballantine, explain the note, rekindle what once was, get a job and a place to stay before school started and, hello, amazing new life. It had all seemed so simple, but the reality was not working out the way I’d imagined.


What am I going to do? Where to start?


One thing was for sure, I was going to learn from my mistakes. I wasn’t going to get myself into the same mess as before. I would start ‘Operation get your shit together Lexie’ first thing tomorrow. But first I had to shake this feeling of hopelessness, of thinking that what lay before me was impossible. I needed to wipe the slate clean, and just as the thought came to me I smiled, raking my hands through my hair and catching it at the nape of my neck.


Could I? Should I?


But before I could over-analyse like I tended to do, I started to slowly step into the water, going beyond the point of fear as the cold, frothy waves lapped at my shins, then my knees, thighs, waist until I dived in just before the next wave hit and before I had a chance to remember my fear of sharks. I broke through the surface, gasping in shock as I tried to scrabble and find purchase with my feet on the sand. My heart pounded in my chest. As soon as I got my bearings something unusual happened: I started to laugh, laugh like a lunatic as I revelled in the thrill of doing something that I would never have done before. The ocean terrified me and I wanted no part of it, and yet here I was, feeling the thrill of facing what scared me. The cold water cooled my skin and, as if by some cleansing miracle, washed away that hopeless feeling. All of a sudden I knew with utmost certainty that by stepping into something head on and facing my fears, I could do anything. I felt the water wash over me and my outlook was never clearer.


Tomorrow I would take the first step towards changing my life forever.




Chapter Four


Okay, so it had seemed like a good idea at the time.


I now stood on the nature strip in front of Aunty Karen’s house with a pool of seawater dripping around me, looking and feeling like a giant drowned rat. I had to have a think about how I was going to do this, because going inside soaking wet was not an option. Even with Aunty Karen’s car noticeably absent, I really didn’t want to risk it. I wouldn’t put it past Aunty Karen to employ infrared technology to track my dirty footprints. I padded my way up the path. Unlatching the side gate that led around to the back of the house, I just needed to get back to the pool area, to the garden hose, to wash off the sand that was everywhere.


After hosing all the sand away and shuddering at the cold feeling on my sun-kissed skin, I wrung my hair out and glanced through the window, making sure no-one was home. Before anything else could happen, I had to get these jeans off. With each squeaky, soppy step I had taken on the way home, one thing I was painfully aware of was how much tighter my jeans felt, and before my circulation was cut off permanently, I had to get them off me. Slowly and rather painfully, I edged them over my hips, awkwardly peeling off the soaking wet denim that had almost become an unwanted second skin.


Breathing a sigh of relief, I flipped them over the back of the sun lounge before throwing myself onto the cushions, flaking out in my knickers and t-shirt – so ladylike. I shielded my eyes against the blistering yellow disc in the sky – at least I would dry quickly.


After what had been the longest day ever, I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of the sun on my salty skin …


Until, inevitably, I was broken from my peaceful slumber. ‘What are you doing?’


I jolted awake, squinting up, disorientated. The shadow that loomed over me with a look of disgust was Amanda.


‘Why are you lying around in my backyard in your undies?’


I sat bolt upright, stretching the fabric of my t-shirt down in mortification.


Amanda simply shook her head. ‘Jesus, Lexie, you’re not in Red Hill anymore. Put your clothes on,’ she said, moving to the back door.
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After showering and making myself decent again, I wiped the steam away from the mirror, and paused in horror. ‘Oh crap!’


What was reflected back at me was not a girl, but a rock lobster; gasping, I pulled my top aside to see the stark contrast of white against red. I was such an idiot. I could already feel a sun-smart lecture coming from my aunty and uncle: a great step in the right direction of being responsible.


I groaned, pulling the door to the bathroom open and walking down the hall to face the music – the music being the animated voices in the kitchen.


Pausing in the doorway, I took in the scene before me: Amanda leaning on the island bench snaring grapes from the fruit basket one after the other, barely drawing breath as she laughed and talked over her day with Aunty Karen, who was busy fussing over dinner. It occurred to me that Amanda didn’t exactly seem heartbroken. This hardly looked like a girl who had just broken up with her boyfriend. When I had left Paradise I couldn’t eat, couldn’t function; I had locked myself away for weeks, and Amanda was looking like she didn’t have a care in the world.


Amanda glanced over in my direction. ‘Oh my God!’


Aunty Karen gasped. ‘Oh, honey, you got a bit of sun today.’


You could say that again, my body was on fire! How long had I been dozing in the sun for?


‘You look like a bit of toast – white underneath with jam on top,’ laughed Amanda.


‘Oh, hon. That’s going to peel for sure,’ winced Aunty Karen.


Great! Just what I needed. I had planned to return to Paradise looking like I had just stepped out of a salon, all windswept and gorgeous, not like a rock lobster with flaking skin. Not hot.


‘Here, slather yourself in this.’ Aunty Karen produced a pump action bottle of coconut moisturiser. ‘This will cool you down and nourish your skin.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, squinting at the label before pumping a white blob into my palm. I wondered if I could bathe in the stuff.


‘Hey, Mum, Lucy is coming over tonight. Can I get the stereo out of storage?’


My head snapped up. ‘Lucy?’ I said, a bit too loudly.


Surely she wasn’t talking about Lucy Fell, arch nemesis, and super-mega bitch to all.


Amanda’s eyes narrowed.


‘Lucy Fell? The one you hate?’ I reiterated.


Amanda shrugged. ‘We hung out at schoolies. She’s so funny. Now there’s a girl who knows how to party.’


I could feel my blood boiling; oh, wait, maybe that was the sunburn? No, it was definitely rage. ‘The same Lucy who deliberately spilt a drink all over me at the Wipe Out Bar?’ I flicked my gaze to Aunty Karen, imploring her to remember exactly who this girl was, but she was too busy inwardly debating between French or Italian dressing for the salad.


I turned my gaze to Amanda. ‘Lucy-fucking-fell-on-her-face?’ I said quietly.


‘Don’t call her that,’ yelled Amanda. ‘You don’t even know her.’


Ha! I didn’t need to know her. Lucy Fell had been part of the trouble between Ballantine and me. I knew they had dated; I wasn’t completely clear on the details but I really didn’t want to know. And now, her and Amanda were BFFs?


‘You really need to get over it,’ sighed Amanda, who slid off her stool, grabbing a salad bowl and heading towards the dinner table ‘She tripped. It was an honest mistake.’


I glared at her back, before turning to Aunty Karen. ‘Really? Lucy Fell?’


‘Oh, honey, maybe you could mend a bridge with Lucy. With Amanda being away maybe the two of you could hang out? It might be really good for you to have someone to do stuff with.’


Was she serious? Never in a million years would I ever be so desperate. Even if I had to bed down in a flea-ridden backpackers with no friends and no money, I would never be friends with Lucy, ever. Had aliens taken over the whole family?


I smiled thinly, rubbing the cool lotion into my heated skin. ‘I’ll be right, I have plenty of friends.’


Aunty Karen smiled at me sadly. ‘Of course you do.’


She turned to the oven to inspect the contents, leaving me to my pump bottle and hateful thoughts.
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You know the situation is pretty dire when Uncle Peter is the most enthusiastic over your return to Paradise. He raised his eyebrows in surprise to see me sitting at the kitchen table. ‘I forgot you were coming back,’ he said.


Gee, thanks.


‘Your dinner’s in the microwave,’ called out Aunty Karen from Gus’s room.


I watched as Uncle Peter walked over and pressed the microwave, flinging the door open to find a steamed piece of lemon pepper fish and salad. He looked confused, trying to fathom how he was going to microwave salad. He grabbed the plate and simply walked out of the kitchen. ‘I’ll be in my study,’ he called out, and that was my grand reunion with Uncle Peter.


Aunty Karen was continuing her obsessive-compulsive efforts to make the house a show home, and Amanda was lounging on the couch watching TV like a zombie until the doorbell rang and she leapt up and stepped over the coffee table. ‘I’ll get it.’


In she walked like a nightmare, all blonde, perky and sun-kissed. Lucy was laughing about something and suddenly stopped when her eyes landed on me. Yes, I was burnt and shiny with lotion: I wanted to die.


‘Oh, hey, Lexie, isn’t it?’ she asked, as if she wasn’t quite sure if she remembered my name. Bitch.


I gave a small salute and a pained smile.


‘So is she going away with you?’ Lucy directed her words solely to Amanda.


‘No,’ Amanda scoffed.


Lucy’s big saucer eyes flicked back to me. ‘So what are you doing here?’ she asked with interest.


‘I’m finishing Year Twelve.’


‘Where are you going to stay then?’


‘I’m working it out.’


‘What, so you have no place to go?’ she asked, mock shocked.


‘It’s only my first day back.’


‘Still, what if you can’t find somewhere to stay?’


Each question only added to my anxiety.


‘Don’t worry, I will.’


‘Oh, I’m not worried,’ she laughed, ‘but I sure would be if I were you.’


I scowled at her.


‘You really should have worked it out months ago. My cousin rents and she says the rental prices in Paradise City are astronomical and all the share houses are snapped up in the peak season; you’re not going to find anywhere on such short notice, like, no way.’


‘Come on, let’s go to my room,’ Amanda said.


Lucy shrugged, giving me a smug smile. ‘Good luck.’


I watched them leave, hating her more than ever, hating her for pointing out the painful obvious facts about my ill-planned return. I had a little over two weeks before my eighteenth, and that was all the time my parents were giving me to find a job and a place to stay before I got shipped straight back home with an express stamp on my forehead.


Peak season in Paradise City. What had I been thinking?




Chapter Five


I was on fire.


My breath shallow, rapid, my teeth indenting my bottom lip as soft, barely contained whimpers pierced through the dimly lit room. My hands grabbed at the sheets, hanging on for dear life as I rode the waves of crippling pleasure – a familiar, heart-pounding pleasure I had almost forgotten was possible.


Ballantine.


His clever mouth trailed a maddening path over my heated skin; attempting to soothe the burn with gentle kisses that only made me burn all the more.


Daring to unanchor myself, I let go of the sheets and gently touched Ballantine’s cheek, my fingers moving to divide the folds of his thick, dark hair as he hovered over me, blocking out what little light there was. Looking into his beautiful face, a boyish grin curving the corner of his mouth, I smiled. I was home or was it heaven or Paradise? Whatever this place was called, I was there.


I cupped his face. I knew that one kiss would bring him back to me, bring it all back like he was never gone. His hot mouth crushed against mine, needy and hungry, his tongue delving to taste me, his hands sliding to feel me, all of me, lower, lower, lower.


More. I wanted more.


And he gave it to me. My head fell back, my eyes closed as my body lifted, begging for more and yet knowing it wouldn’t be enough; would it ever be enough? I blinked away the insanity, focusing on the here and now as Ballantine’s strong grip scooped around the back of my neck, and brought me closer.


No, this isn’t a dream, I won’t let it be.


I pushed him back so I could take control. I felt his hot skin burn against mine, the hardness pressing against my thigh as he ground against me, liking this sudden change – me over him now. He urged me on with whispered words of encouragement and deepened kisses that were bringing me to the edge of madness. I grabbed his hand, slowly guiding it to set his hot palm against my chest, wanting him to feel the erratic pounding of my heart. He held it there as I lovingly trailed my fingers from the back of his hand down his arm. I traced my nails over his tanned skin, over the light dusting of hair on his forearm, bleached by the sun. The tip of my finger followed the intricate swirl of ink curving all the way up along his bicep, up and up towards his shoulder. I blinked, confused, following the trail with my finger, sliding over the smooth, hot skin I couldn’t bring myself to tear my eyes away from.


Ballantine doesn’t have tattoos …


I froze, lifting my hand away quickly as if in response to an electric shock, but I was too slow. My wrist was snaked by an iron grip and my widened gaze flicked down to lock with a pair of green-brown eyes, unmistakeable green-brown eyes.


Dean.


My mind reeled; my rampant thoughts fought against the reality of straddling him, a dream that turned into a nightmare within the blink of an eye. My insides twisted and anger bubbled underneath my skin and yet I did nothing. Nothing when he smiled that infuriating smile, nothing when he oh so slowly sat up, nothing when his eyes, mere inches from mine, ticked over my face with great amusement. Nothing. It was like I had no voice, no will of my own, and then to add to this impossible moment of madness … he kissed me.


Dean fucking Saville kissed me.


And oh how he kissed.


Slow and deep. My spine, rigid a moment before, melted into his touch and what was the brink of a nightmare seemed to morph into something very different, something wrong, very wrong and yet so bloody good. I gasped as he playfully nipped at my earlobe, his hot tongue teasing the sensitive spot as he whispered, ‘I knew you’d be back.’


And before I could answer … he kicked me.


Ooomph.


Wait. What?


‘Ouch.’ I stirred, feeling the pain near my shin pulse and then subside as I rubbed and blinked the sleep from my eyes. What the … ugh.


I peeled myself to sit upright, taking in the sleeping – make that drooling – form of my cousin Amanda next to me. Smacking her lips together and rubbing her nose with the back of her hand, she twisted around, scrunching the covers around her shoulders in a giant cocoon. I dodged her flailing limbs and glared down at her. Only when she made those deep, nasally breaths of sleep did I settle back down again, ripping my half of the blanket from her and clutching the covers to my chin. I was wide awake, a permanent frown etched on my brow as I inhaled deeply.


It was just a dream, Lexie, it was just a dream. A sexy, sexy dream.


I glanced sideways at my snoring cousin and cringed.


Awkward.
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After a sleepless night enduring a kicking cousin, sexy yet disturbing nightmares, and the continuous burn of my skin, not to mention the worries of the world churning around and around in my head, I woke with a headache but also a steely determination to make things work. I slammed a stack of résumés on the kitchen table; they were the first things I’d printed off and packed. I had thought myself so smart and prepared but, yeah, it was now clear it was going to take a little more than that.


I scoured the local paper for rental properties, mainly in the rooms-to-let section, and my heart sank; even for a one-bedroom or house share, the prices were ridiculous. I bet my parents already knew this and wouldn’t they be delighted? Everyone seemed to be rather in the know about the realities of the world except me. I’d had such tunnel vision in wanting to get back here to Ballantine I hadn’t really thought about the logistics of it all. A shift or two at Macca’s was not going to cover the rent, that was for sure.


I was seriously screwed. I thudded my head to the table. With my forehead pressed against the cool glass, a thought struck me. I straightened. ‘Aunty Karen,’ I called out, scooping my résumés together.
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